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Education is considered one of the most popular choices among college majors. Special
Education may be one area of the education field that does not have enough licensed qualified
teachers to

fiII the vacancies. What are the effects of mentorship programs on special education

teacher retention?

The purpose of the study was to look at mentorship programs as a way to combat the low
retention rate of special education teachers. There are many factors such as design of the
mentorship program that determine success or failure. The amount of time given to the mentorship
program can also determine success or failure.
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THE EFFECTS OF MENTORSHIP PROGRAM ON SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER

RETENTIO}{
Introduction
Education is considered one of the most popular choices among college majors. Some
education concentrations are more popular than others, such as social studies and English (U.S.
Department of Education, 2006). Special Education does not have enough licensed qualified
teachers to

fill the vacancies. Other

education fields, such as science and math, are having

difficulties finding enough qualified teachers to fill available positions. Challenges facing math,
science and special education majors may be a factor in causing shortages to

fill the teaching

positions. The field that has the most openings is special education. There are many questions as to

why so few people want to go into special education. What scares people about going into this

field? Why do teachers leave after an average of three years of teaching in special education, and
what are the factors that lead to teachers leaving the field? What are the effects of mentorship
programs on special education teacher retention?

Filling the special education field with qualified licensed teachers is becoming more

difficult. School districts,

state education departments and researchers are attempting to find a

solution to solve this problem. In order to help retain high quality special education teachers,
support is needed to help those new to the field navigate their first years of teaching. Mentorship
programs may be a solution to helping the first year teacher survive their induction into the field.
There are many terms that need to be defined in the context of this research

. A mentor

rs an

experienced teacher who is selected and trained to coach a new teacher in order to improve the new
teacher's practice (Minnesota Department of Education, 2006). Induction is a distinct phase
development during the first years of a teacher's professional service (Minnesota Department

Education,2006). A Comprehensive Induction Program

LS

of
of

professional development, including a

mentorship program that is provided to a first year teacher. Research shows that when a
7
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Comprehensive Induction Program is paired with a mentorship program, districts become
successful in retaining their first time teachers (Minnesota Depaftment of Education, 2006). Anew
licensed teacher is defined as someone who is in the critical first five years of experience in
teaching the field of special education (Minnesota Department of Education, 2006). Other

definitions that will be used are caseload and workload. A caseload ts the number of students with
IEPs who have a special education teacher as their IEP manager. Each student on the caseload is
counted as one no matter the needs or the severity of their disability (Minnesota Department

of

Education,2002). Aworkload is all of the responsibilities required of the special education teacher
and is based on the severity of the student's needs (Minnesota Department of Education, 2002).

There are a number of acronyms for the areas of special education that are used throughout
this paper. The acronyms are based on definitions as determined by the Minnesota Department

of

Education. The basic acronyms are IDEA-the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, LD-

Learning Disabilities, ADHD-Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, EBD-Emotional Behavioral
Disorder, DcD-Developmentally Cognitively Delayed, ASD-Autism Spectrum Disorder, OHDOther Health Disorder, Pl-Physical Impairment, Vl-Visual Impairment, and Hl-Hearing

Impairment. IEPs are Individualized Education Plans, which are written for each student and have
unique goals and objectives that the sfudent works on during the year of their IEP.
Special education may be considered a less appealing education field to enter due to a
number of reasons. The first reason is the quantity of paperwork that special education teachers get
buried behind. Special education teachers are required to write IEPs and ensure the goals and
objectives that have been written on those IEPs are being followed. The number of students
assigned to caseloads of special education teachers affects the number of teachers entering the field.

The more students a special education teacher has on their caseload, the greater the number of IEPs
that have to be written, as well as a potential rise in the number of behavior problems. As the

B
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number of students identified and serviced through special education grows, the number of students
assigned to a teacher's caseload grows as well.

The problem of retaining special education teachers has become a liability, according to
some researchers (Fore, Martin,

& Bender,2002). School districts must provide appropriate

services to its students with disabilities.

It is the right of every student in the United States of

America to receive a free and appropriate education according to IDEA, When they are not
provided with quality teachers, this right is violated. The United States Department of Education
has identified and defined two types of shortages in the area of special education teachers: a

quantify shortage and a quality shortage. The definition of a quantity shortage is a shortage in the
number of individuals who are available to

fiIl all established and funded teaching positions,

thereby leaving some positions vacant (U.S.Department of Education, 1998). The definition of a

quality shortage is a shortage in the number of teachers who are fully certified for their positions
and available to

fill vacant teaching positions (U.S. Department of Education, 1998). It is important

for school districts to be able to provide enough qualified special education teachers to ensure the
needs of the students are being met.

A shortage of qualified special education teachers

has been a problem for years.

It is

reaching critical levels and is forcing school districts to hire unqualified, unlicensed teachers who
are often teaching on variances, due to not having completed a licensure program. The Minnesota

Department of Education definesvariance, as the issuing of a personal variance which allows a
teacher to teach in subjects or related fields in which they are not currently licensed (Minnesota
State Legislature, rule 8710.1400,2006). The lack of qualified special education teachers represents

instabiliry in the teacher workforce which affects the most vulnerable students. School districts all
over the United States are looking for fully qualified teachers to replace retiring or burned out
teachers or to

fill new positions

due to an increase in the special education population. The United

States Department of Education found that during the 2000-2001 school year, there were 4l

, 532

I
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special education teachers that were lacking the proper certification to be teaching in special
education. It has been reported that 98% of school districts are reporting shortages of qualified
special education teachers (Boe & Cook, 2006).

According to the Center on Personnel Studies in Special Education at the University of
Florida, an additional 135,000 more special education teachers are going to be needed by 2008. A
major contributing factor to the shortage is that the number of qualified teachers leaving the special
education field is greater than the number of qualified teachers that are entering the

districts are being forced to become creative with their hiring practices to

fill

field. School

the vacancies.

Districts are offering a variety of incentives such as: bonuses, reimbursement for moving expenses,
forgiveness of school loans, and down payments for homes (Wheaton, 2005). The incentives to
attract new teachers to the special education field are not enough, as districts are having difficulty
attracting and keeping teachers. This is leaving school districts without qualified teachers, which
leads to students without a qualified teacher to effectively meet their needs.

The stress of the job has been another factor stated as a reason for leaving the special
education field (Boe, Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener & Weber, 1997). In the Twentieth Annual Report to
Congress, the average caseload size was 17 (U. S. Department of Education, 1998). As the number

of sfudents on a special education teacher's caseload grows, so does the teacher's workload. The
number of students a special education teacher has on their caseload has a ripple effect on the
teacher and their workload. The amount of paperwork the teacher needs to

fill

out increases as does

the amount of documentation of IEP goals and objectives that need to be completed. When a special
education teacher has an increase in the number of sfudents on their caseload, the amount of time
they are able to spend with their students becomes limited.

In order to combat the falling retention rate, school districts are beginning to implement
supports for beginning special education teachers. These supports are appearing in the form

of

induction programs with a focus on mentoring the beginning teachers. The practices of providing
10
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mentorship and induction programs are focused on the idea of teachers helping teachers (Westling,
Herzog, Cooper-Duffy, Prohn, & Ray, 2006). Mentorship programs provide supports that are

critical to the beginning of the career of a newly licensed special education teacher. The supports
that are needed during the first five years include: support from administration, other teachers,
central office administration, relevant professional development opporfunities and assistance in

getting through the first years of their teaching careers. The first year special education teacher
faces the greater challenge of fighting

off isolationism and burnout than that of his or her general

education counterpart.

A good quality mentorship program is important in order to help increase the retention rate
of the special education teachers. A school district can put into place a mentorship program, but

if

it does not contain certain characteristics, it is not going to be successful in helping to retain the
special education teachers of the district.
The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) has published a report on what makes a
successful mentorship program. According to the CEC a successful program

will have the purpose

of the program clearly stated. The purposes lay the ground for the success or failure of the program;
the clearer they are, the easier it will be for participants to understand what they are doing.
The success or failure of a mentorship program can hinge on the mentors who are involved

with the program. The CEC found mentor criteria needed to be clearly stated before
decides to participate. The success of the mentor pair may determine

if the mentee

a mentor

decides to

remain in the field. The CEC found the successful mentor has a desire to be a mentor, has a history

of successful teaching, flexibility in scheduling, o willingness to be open minded, knowledge of
school culture, the capability of developing a trusting and confidential relationship, a
nonjudgmental perspective and effective communication skills. One of the most important
characteristics of the mentor was the nature in which the mentor became involved with the
mentorship program. The CEC found the mentors who volunteered showed an interest and
11
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determination to create a successful mentorimentee relationship (Council for Exceptional Children,
ree7).
The relationship between the mentor and the mentee is a highly personal relationship with a

high level of interaction between the mentor and mentee. The pair needs to be able to depend on
each other as well as be able to access each other (Council for Exceptional Children, 1997). The
success of the mentor pair is determined by the matching of the mentor and mentee.

A successful

mentorpair is determinedby the similarity of the subject field of the mentor and the mentee. If it is
not possible to match mentee and mentor in the same subject field, research suggests that the pair be

in the subject closest to the mentees teaching assignment. Current research supports the selection
and the matching of a mentor with the new special education teacher can be important to the success

of the mentoring partnership.
The study supports the finding of a significant amount of time must be spent between the
mentor and mentee. The time spent between the mentor and their mentee was perceived to be more

effective when the meeting time was allowed to be informal and unscheduled rather then being
scheduled and formal (Whitaker, 2000). This is important as the pair

will

be required to meet

several times during the school year. Research suggests using personality tests and other tools to

determine which mentors to pair with new teachers. This can be viewed as taking things a little too
deep, but the success of the mentor pair may determine whether or not a special education teacher

remains in the field or chooses to leave.

Literature Review
The literature review contains three sections: retention, factors leading to the decision to
leave or stay and mentorship programs as they relate to the burnout rate of special education

teachers. The present review is limited to K-12 special education teachers. Studies that look at all
labels of special education have been included, but labels that are going to be specifically looked at

in this paper are teachers licensed in the areas of LD, DCD and EBD.

t2
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Retention

Most people are familiar with the saying: "It takes a village to raise a child." Special
education teachers are an important component in the education village in providing services to

children with special needs. The retention rate of qualified, special education teachers is a concern,
because it is the students whom these teachers serve that suffer

if they

do not receive quality

services. Retention is important to school districts due to the costs involved with recruiting new
teachers. When the retention rate of teachers is increased, school districts save in areas such as
costs for staff development, training and advertising expenses.

There are times when school districts need to

fill

a special education position

with

a teacher

who is in the process of completing a state certification or has not completed a state certification.
The President's Commission on Excellence in Special Education reported during the 1999-2000
school year that there was a need for more then 12,000 special education teachers due to positions

unfilled. The alternative for school districts was to place substitutes, who may or may not have
certification in special education, in those positions for the school year. The commission states that
98% of school districts report a shortage of special education teachers (US Department

of

Education, President's Commission, 2004). The Commission reported, in 2004, that 39,140 special
education teacher positions *ationwide were filled by uncertifled teachers. This affects roughly
600,000 students with disabilities (U. S. Department of Education, 2006).
The passa-ee of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) marrdates the filling special education
teaching positions with qr"ralified personnel. NCLB required that all teachers, general and special
education, be highly qualified by the 2005-2006 school year. There are many issues that are raised

by NCLB; perhaps the biggest issue is the definition

ofilighly Qualified. The Federal

Govemrnent

Ieft the definition up to the individual states. The definition of highly qualified in California may
not be how the Minnesota Deparlrnent of Education defines Highly Qualified for the teachers

of

Minnesota (American Association for Ernploynrent in Education,2004). Minnesota defines highly
13
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permissioir
through the
qualified as State law requires that all MN teachers be licensed or hold
Board of Teaching to teach in a public or charter school. (Minnesota Departmetrt of Education,
2006.)

It has been projected that the need for special education teachers is going to increase
dramatically fronr the 135,000 needed by 2008. Projections place the job growth in the area of
special education to be twerrty seven percent or higher by 2014 (US Department of La[:or, 2007).
The US Department of Labor attributes the rapid growth due to an increase in the number of
sfudents needing services, legislatiorr placing an emphasis on training and employment for sfudents

with disabiiities and educational reforms for higher graduation standards. The Department of Labor
also attributes the rapid

job growth to the need to replace teachers who are retiring. The rapid job

growth can be attributed to teachers who are changing careers and teachers who will transfer to
general education fiom special education (U.S. Department of Labor,2007). The retention

of

highly qr-ralified special education teachers is important more than ever before.
Decisions to Leave or Stay
Special education teachers are leaving the education field at a rate twice that of their general
education counterparts (Coleman,2000). Research has shown there have been a number of reasons
stated for the low retention rate of special education teachers. The main factors contributing to

special education teachers leaving the field within the first five years were: insufficient preparation,

poor salary, a lack of administrative support, negative school climate, experience/age and
stress/dissatisfaction (Brownell, Sindelar, Bishop, Langely

& Seo,2002).

indicator of special education teachers leaving the field is age (Boe et al.,

Perhaps the biggest

l99l).

Young and

inexperienced teachers are five times more likely to leave the field in the first five years than their

older, experienced counterparts. The Council For Exceptional Children (CEC) (2007) found that
four out of 10 special education teachers will leave the field before their fifth year of teaching.

l4
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The characteristics of what it takes to be a special education teacher may provide insight to
increase the number of teachers who stay in the fie1d. It has been found that special education
teachers under 35 years of age are more

likely to leave the special education field then those special

education teachers who were over the age of 35. Other demographics that may play a role in a
special education teacher remaining in the field are academic ability, teacher preparation program,
race and gender. Those special education teachers who are the most at risk of leavin g are those who
are in the critical first three years or are in their first teaching assignment (Olivarez &Arnold,2006).

The special education teachers who have remained in the field have demonstrated the
characteristics of resiliency and persistence (Yost, 2006). These characteristics have helped those
teachers face and deal with challenges and obstacles that would otherwise chase teachers from the

field. Resiliency and persistence describe those teachers who are able to recover their strength and
spirit when a challenge arises (Yost, 2006). The challenge for school districts is to find those who
contain these characteristics and attract them to the special education field.

As the demand to filI special education teaching positions with fully qualified candidates
continues to grow, colleges and universities are responding to the call by providing alternate routes

for those seeking licensure. The design of the alternative licensure program has an effect on the
preparedness of the student as they enter the teaching profession. Srudents who are prepared by

alternative programs may feel rushed through the program. This can lead to a feeling of not being
prepared to work in the special education field. The feeling of not being prepared can play into the
decision of a special education to remain in the field or to leave.
The Special Education field adds more stresses to a new teacher in that they are dealing

with many more factors than that of their general education counterparts. There is the increased
amount of paperwork, advocating for the student in times of need and being a guide for the sfudent.

Alienation and isolation also contribute to the stress of the first year special education teacher
(Schlichte, Yssel, & Merbler, 2005). This occurs as the new special education teacher is attempting
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and getting to know the
new
community,
learning
a
addition
to
in
their
new
school
about
to learn
students on their caseload.
The

job of

a special educator is designed

differently then that of their fellow teachers. A

poorly designed job can leave a teacher with negative feelings. These feelings, if left alone, can
lead to a teacher feeling withdrawn and isolated, thus leading the teacher to decide to leave the field

(Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff & Harniss, 2001). When a special education teacher's job is not
designed effectively, it can cause issues for the teacher, the students they work with, colleagues, and

administration. The design of a special educator's job needs to be taken into consideration in order
to help increase the retention of special education teachers. These factors include, but are not

limited to role overload and conflict, lack of autonoffiy, and school culture (Council of Exceptional
Children, 1997).
Role overload occurs when the special education teacher does not have enough time to
complete the paperwork and meetings that are required. There are many ways in which role
overload can be prevented. Administrators can help special education teachers by increasing the

planning time available to them. Paraprofessionals, when used effectively in the classroom, can
help the special education teacher. They can provide support in a resource room setting by working

with small groups of students.
Role conflict comes from a lack of communication between administrators, general and
special education teachers. The role of the special education teacher in the school should be

clarified by administrators. The role should then be communicated to staff members. A clarified
role will help all, especially those who are working with special education teachers regardless of the
setting in which they are working.
The lack of autonomy is defined as the lack of involvement of special education teachers in
the decision making of curriculum development and classroom instruction materials. When school

districts are determining what should be taught in the classroom, special education teachers need to
16
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be a part of the decision making process. Their students are as much a part of the learning

environment as those who are not in special education. Special education teachers help their
students understand the material being taught, so they need to be aware of what is being taught in

order to help their students gain a better understanding of the material.
School culture plays a major role in a special education teacher's job design. AII too often
special education teachers feel isolated from their general education counterparts, creating a
counter-cuhure within the school. There should be opportunities to encourage the sharing

of

information between general and special educators. Perhaps the most important aspects of
mentorship programs are the meaningful and substantive conversations it provides with fellow
teachers (Westling et al., 2006). The conversations in the teacher lounge allow the first

yeff special

education teacher the opportunity to discuss issues with their fellow special education staff and the
general education staff. It allows a partnership to be formed as well as the opportunity to
collaborate on an issue,, curriculum ideas and discipline. This

will

enhance school culture and the

perception of special education.

Administrators affect the design of the job of a special education teacher (Gersten et al.,

2001). Many who have left the field state a lack of administrative support

as

their reason for

leaving the field (Boe et al., 1997). Adminiskation can help enhance the job perforrnance of the
special education teacher by ensuring they have adequate resources to help them succeed in their

function as a special education teacher. Administration plays a major role in how the special
education program in their school is viewed through setting policy and mediating disputes (Gersten
et a1.,2001). Administration plays a key role in facilitating collaboration among special and general

education staff (Watkins, 2005). The support of administration can help in the design of a strong
and successful mentorship program (Watkins, 2005). When there is a lack of administrative

supporl, it leads to increased stress levels due to a non supportive special education policy, a feeling

of isolation or a lack of resources.
L7
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Job satisfaction is a major factor when teachers are deciding whether or not to stay in the
special education field. There is more dissatisfaction among special education teachers with the

non-instructional aspects of the job than with the instructional aspects (Billingsley & Cross, 1991).
The non-instructional aspects include the paperwork, inadequate supplies and the number of
students on a special education teacher's caseload. As the number of students on a special education

teacher's caseload grows, so does the amount of paperwork that is required of the teacher to
complete.

A special education teacher's dissatisfaction with their job

can also be linked to the stress

experience in working with students with special needs. Dissatisfaction can occur due to the
pressure of meeting deadlines associated with the IEP, the meetings that accompany them and

disciplining students. A special education teachers' job dissatisfaction is associated with

a

perception of a lack of success (Stempien & Loeb, 2002.) This was attributed to unrealistic goals
set by the teacher or the lack

of success of sludents on their caseload.

The type of sfudents a special education teacher decides to work with can lead to an
increased amount of stress. An LD or DCD teacher may experience less stress then that of an EBD
teacher, due to the increased discipline issues that the EBD teachers may experience with their
students. There is a relation to high levels of stress found in special education teacher when dealing

with disciplining a sfudent (Billingsley & Cross, 1991). An increase in a special education teacher's
stress level can have an affect on their emotional state. There is a need for emotional support

for

new special education teachers to survive the first five years of their teaching careers. Special
education teachers new to the field have reported they received the most support was in the area of

emotional support. When dealing with stress the new special education teacher needs to be able to
talk about their feelings and frustrations (Whitaker, 2001). The care given to sfudents in special
education by their teachers needs to be directed towards those teachers in what they do as well as
where they work in order to help them remain in the field (Billingsley et al. 2004).
18
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Special education teachers have been surveyed since the late 1980s and nearly 40% reported

within 5 years they would be leaving the field. The

same reasons

for leaving the field are being

given by special education teachers all over the country. The number one reason for special
education teachers leaving are the difficulties in working conditions, including the amount of

paperwork and the number of students served on the teacher's caseload. Special education teachers
are also leaving the field due to a lack of administrative support, inadequate resources and feelings

of isolation.
Special education teachers are in need of responsive support systems during the early years

of teaching (Billingsley et al., 2004). There are many issues that beginning special education
teachers' deal with during the critical years. The critical years are defined as the first three years of

their teaching careers, when teachers are most likely to make the decision to stay or leave the field.
There are a number stresses placed on a first year teacher as they try to adjust to a new curriculuffi,

&

new set of staff members, as well as their students. The stress of special education teachers is

magnified due to large amounts of paperwork involved with being in this field. Teachers need to be

familiar with IDEA, planning individualized instruction for students, documenting student growth,
scheduling meetings with parents, getting to know a new group of students and dealing with
caseloads that grow by the quarter; these are just a few of the major tasks facing special education
teachers.

Mentor programs may be one solution to the special education teacher shortage. The
supports provided by an active mentorship program are what beginning special education teachers
need at the start of their careers. In order to combat the problem of declining retention rates, school

districts can help by providing good, quality mentors whom the first year teachers feel comfortable
and confident in approaching during those critical years. Criteria need to be established in order to

provide the best possible pairing to ensure the new teacher receives the supports needed. Criteria
19
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the
set
by
CEC, stating how the
in
line
with
standards
put into place by school districts should be
relationship will be formed as well as what the relationship should accomplish.
There have been various proposals for different types of mentorship programs and out of
those proposals, the most common results of the programs have had a combination of induction and

mentoring programs (Westling, Herzo5, Cooper-Drffy, & Prohn,2006). The benefit from induction
and mentoring programs is helping the new special education teacher transition from his/her teacher

preparation program to becoming a classroom teacher by providing emotional and professional
supports (Center on Personal Studies in Special Education, 2000,

p

3). The idea of induction and

mentor programs is built around the premise that no matter how prepared the first yeff special
education teacher is, there are going to be challenges they are going to face in which they will need
support and assistance (Billingsley et al., 2004).
Standards include a one year minimum mentorship during their first professional year

of

teaching. The council doesn't require the mentorship program for special education teacher's
around the state, but rather uses the standards as guidelines. The council also set five purposes a
mentorship program should follow for special education teachers: to facilitate the application

of

knowledge, to convey advanced knowledge and skills, to assist in timely acculturation to the school
climate, to reduce job stress and enhance job satisfaction and to support professional induction

(Whitaker, 2000). First year special education teachers have stated flexibility as what they wanted
most from a mentorship program they are participating in (Billingsley et al., 2004).

In the following section there are five examples of mentorship programs that have been
implemented in North Carolina, Connecticut, California and Minnesota. Four of the five programs
are statewide programs. The

fifth program is a local collaboration between a University and local

school district. The five programs have not claimed success, but do support research in combating
the problem of retaining good quality teachers through increased retention rates and in one program
there is no report of a teacher shortage.
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in l'{orth Carolina
Program
The first example of a mentor program is the Teacher Support
This is a program that not only provides mentoring, but it provides a wide range of supports found
by research to help make successful special education teachers,
The Teacher support program was founded on five basic principles: (1) Teachers can help
each other through collaborative problem solving as well as other types of mufual support,

but can also benefit from additional expertise; (2) A support program for teachers should be
available to all teachers but not required of any, should offer multiple types of support, and
should allow for flexible participation; (3) A support program should provide valid

information and assistance to deal with practical problems, and teachers should have the
opportunity to specify the type of information or assistance needed and how it should be
delivered; (4) Support must be disassociated from evaluation or judgment; and (5) A support
program should not create additional problems or increase stress (Westling et al., 2006).
The principles of the program create an environment special education teachers can thrive

in. This program

provides the multi-layers of support that are needed to help overstressed special

education teachers feel and be successful.

California is leading the way in providing mentor programs to their teachers. It has
implemented a statewide program known as Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment program

(BTSA) (Seo, Bishop, & Langley,2004,). BTSA has daily on-site support forbeginning teachers
from a trained mentor. There are monthly formative assessments and the induction plan is
individualized. The BTSA program has shown a96oh retention rate for first year teachers. BTSA is
only available to fully certified teachers (Seo et al. ,2004).
On the local level a third example of a mentorship program is the New Teacher Induction

Model, which was drawn from nearly two decades of experience from the Santa Cruz/Silicon

Valley New Teacher Project. The New Teacher Center was established at the University of
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California-Santa Cruz in 1988 as a collaborative effort between UC-Santa Cruz and local school
districts.

It is based on the following premises: (1) Teaching is a career-long developmental process.
(2) Teaching is a continuous cycle of teaching, assessment, reflection, and re-teaching. (3)
Professional standards and a focus on student achievement guide the improvement of
practice. (4) Teacher development occurs best in a collegial environment where norms

of

leadership are valued. (5) A teacher's professional growth leads to improved student
achievement.

This model has regular, one-on-one mentoring by a carefully selected and highly trained
mentor as the central element and has several key elements to ensure the success of the mentor and
the mentee. The program requires participation by all first and second year teachers, it provides

training for the mentor, defines a clear role for and communications with the site mentors provides
pre-service opporfunities and allows participants to evaluate the program (New Teacher Center,
2007, Core Values & Goal section).
The l.{ew Teacher Center recognized in 2004 that there was a need for an induction program

for special educators (Seo et a1., 2004). The program is designed similarly to the program for
general education teachers, but adds components specific to special education teachers. The

induction and mentoring program for special education teachers offers new teachers an advisor.
There are three exemplary special education teachers designated to mentor the beginning special
education teachers. The number of students on the caseload of the mentoring teacher is limited to

thirteen students. Time is built into the school day to allow the mentor to work with the beginning
teacher. Weekly based meetings are held and comprehensive support is provided to the mentee.
There is classroom support in the form of observations and co-teaching, with observations
conducted by the mentor being used for informational purposes

only. Mentor trainings are held

22

Mentorship Programs
weekly. The SantaCruzNew Teacher Project has reported an increase in sfudent achievement and
an eighty-eight percent beginning teacher retention rate.

The New Teacher Center at the University of California-Santa Cruz surveyed previous
participants in the Santa Cruz }rlew Teacher Project who had successfully completed the program.
The study found thatg0oA had remained in education and 88% remained in the classroom. Teacher
retention rates of California, compared to retention rates of the rest of the nation, show that of those

beginning teachers who had received four years of induction support,

88o/o

were retained compared

to 670/o at the national 1evel. Statistics show that those teachers who go through the six year program

of the Santa CruzNew Teacher Project had a retention rate of 88% compared to the of 76oh
retention rate of California and a56Yo retention rate throughout the rest of the nation (New Teacher
Center Executive Brief, 2005).

A fourth example is the statewide program implemented by the state of Connecticut. Their
program is known as Beginning Educator Support and Training (BEST). BEST uses mentoring,

portfolio assessment and professional development. The program is tied to the three levels of
certification Connecticut has implemented. The mentoring portion of the program has regular
scheduled meetings between the mentor and mentee with classroom observations completed by the

mentor. The portfolio is composed of lesson plans, reflective journals and student work.
Participants in the program are required to attend a content-specific seminar. The pass rate of the

beginning teachers is between 85% and gToh. There is no teacher shortage reported in the state of
Connecticut.

A fifth example of a mentorship program was created by the state of Minnesota to allow the
state to retain high quality teachers. In 2003, the state was awarded a Teacher Quality Grant to
enhance and further develop their programs that were in place to retain high quality teachers. In

order to meet that goal, Minnesota created the First Five program.

23

Mentorship Programs
The goal of the program is to support teachers who are in the first five years of teaching. It is
set up around mentor teams that consist

of a local mentor, a specializedmentor and

a regional

mentor. The local mentor is an experienced teacher who orients new teachers to the school,
provides support around classroom management, lesson planning and instruction. The new teacher
and mentor together identify areas of growth. Together the mentor pair set goals that

will

encourage

the mentee to grow in the identified areas. The teacher and mentor conduct self assessments using

the Minnesota Standards of Effective Practice for Teachers. The use of the standards provides a
common language for the new teacher and the mentor to communicate clearly about the various
areas of teaching. This common language allows the new teacher and mentor to collaborate on

what is considered best practice. The specialized mentor provides support in the content area,
which is matched to the new teacher's teaching assignment to provide more specific content area

supporl. The regional mentor leads the mentor team and provides training for the new teachers and
mentors in the region. The three levels of mentors provide layers of support. The speciahzed
mentor provides immediate support; if they are unable to provide answers, the local mentor can

provides answers from the district level, if neither mentor is able to find the answer, the regional
mentor can be brought in to seek out answers.
The Minnesota First Five Mentorship program requires new teachers and mentors of the
school districts participating to attend quarterly seminars focusing on various aspects of teaching
such as classroom management, subject area mastery and instructional strategies to name a few.

Reflective Practice Groups are formed to provide new teachers the opportunity to collaborate with

fellow new teachers from their region on practices. The groups allow new teachers to reflect with
other new teachers on challenges they may be facing in their first years of teaching.

Mentorship programs, when implemented correctly, can help special education teachers who
are in their first teaching assignment. Mentorship programs are helping to increase the retention rate

of beginning teachers. An effective mentorship program provides participants with the supports they
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need to feel confident enough to stay in the special education field. If the mentorship program does
not provide adequate supports, teachers leave the field to pursue other education fields or leave the
education field entirely. The above five state programs show mentoring, through providing
supporls, the retention rates of beginning special education teachers' can be increased. Connecticut
reports no teacher shortage and the SantaCruzNew Teacher Program reported an 88% teacher
retention rate in addition to in increase in student achievement.
One or two aspects of the special educator's job can not be examined

if special education

teachers are going to remain in the field. Mentorship programs play an important role in providing

supports to the overwhelmed first time special education teacher. These programs are one piece of
the ptzzle in solving the problem of the chronic shortage of special education teachers across the

United States.

Research Purpose

The purpose of this sfudy is to examine the effectiveness and quality of mentorship
programs in helping special education teachers' gain supports necessary to remaining in the field.

This is a qualitative study using a case study to examine the phenomenon of induction programs
that is sweeping the nation. It is a case study in which the quality of the mentorship program

of

Independent School District 120 in Shakopee, Minnesota is examined. The focus of the study is the
special education staff at Shakopee Senior High School.
The purpose of the Shakopee Mentorship Program is to provide support to new teachers as
they go through their first three years of teaching. The requirements of each phase of the program
have been included in Appendix C. The effectiveness of the Shakopee Mentorship Program
measured by comparing

will

be

it to the guidelines that have been put into place by the Council for

Exceptional Children and Minnesota First Five Mentorship Program.
CEC Mentorship Program Guidelines:
2s
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Minimum one year Participation
Experienced teacher in same assignment

Facilitate application of knowledge and skills
Convey advanced knowledge and skills
Support professional induction
Assist in a timely acculruration into the school culture
Minnesota First Five Mentorship Program

Mentor team for each new teacher
Professional development for new teachers
Ongoing mentor support for new teachers

Reflective practice groups for new teachers
Mentor training
Participation is the beginning step towards achieving tenure in the Shakopee School District.
In order for first year teachers to be offered tenure in Shakopee, they need to successfully complete
three years of teaching, the three phases of the mentorship program and be offered a contract for

their fourth year. The mentorship program is also required for teachers who have previously
achieved tenure in another Minnesota district. They are required to be in the mentor program for
one year and complete all phase one requirements.

The objective of the research is to examine the goals of the Shakopee Mentorship program
and

if they were effective in providing supports to the special education

teachers employed at

Shakopee Senior High School. The research provides information to make the Shakopee

Mentorship program more effective. An effective mentorship program may help increase the
retention rate of the special education teachers at Shakopee Senior High and be able to provide a
more effective education for the sfudents receiving special education services.
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Limitations
The sfudy addresses the quality of mentorship programs in providing supports for the

beginning special education teacher. It looks at mentorship programs as part of a possible solution
to increasing the retention of special education teachers. The study does not address mentorship
programs as the sole solution to the high burnout rate among special education teachers.

This study looks at the Shakopee Mentorship program from the high school level, not on a
district level. It looks at the effect of the mentorship program from the perspective of the high
school special education teachers.

Methodology
Rationale and Overview
Previous studies suggest the special education teacher shortage has reached critical levels.
There are many reasons as to why there is a shortage in special education teachers, with too few
studies examining programs that increase special education teacher retention. As the need for

special education teachers continues to increase, more research needs to be conducted on how to
retain high quality special education teachers.

Mentorship programs are implemented in schools to provide supports the first year special
education teacher may not be aware

of.

These programs introduce new teachers to school polices,

resources available within the school district, best practice ideas, and fellow staff members.

Mentorship programs give a first year special education teacher a person they feel they can trust.
Mentorship programs also provide a social support for new teachers as they are able to find

a

commonality among the other mentees that are going through the program as well.
Measurement
Surveys were developed to see

if the responses of the participants would match the goals of

the Shakopee Mentorship Program and meet the criteria for mentorship programs set by the Council

for Exceptional Children (See Appendix C). Questions were formulated to discover if answers
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given by participants matched criteria set by the Council for Exceptional Children and the
Minnesota First Five Mentorship Program for successful mentorship programs. Questions were
formed to determine patterns emerging across years of experience and certification areas. Questions
were formulated to determine if number of years made a difference in determining how long a
special education teacher decided to remain in the field. Questions pertaining to participation in a
mentorship program were used to cross examine answers with length of teaching career (See

Appendix B). Clarification of answers was done in face to face conversations or through emails.
The first group is teachers that have been part of a mentorship program and have taught for

five years or less. These teachers were identified as inexperienced. The second group is special
education teachers that have not been part of such program and have been in the special education

field for more then five years. This group of teachers was identified as experienced.
The surveys that were completed by the participants were labeled "Special Education
Teacher Survey." The surveys supplied the participants with two different sets of questions; the
participants were not informed that they were filling out two different surveys. The two different
surveys were designed to investigate mentorship programs through teachers who had participated
and not participated in a mentorship program. The surveys were designed to

identiff factors

participants perceive as characteristic of an effective mentorship program. There were questions

pertaining to the supports provided by a mentorship program and if those supports factored into

a

decision to leave or remain in the field. The factors participants identified were compared to f'actors

identified by researchers that comprise an effective mentorship program.
Participants
There are

l0 certified staff members in the special education department; nine of the 10

certified staff members of the special education department at Shakopee Senior High School were
invited to participate. One former certified member, who had retired in the spring of 2006, was also
invited to participate. The sample size consisted of five special education teachers. Three of the ten
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the
did
not
state
why
they
did
not
want
to participate in the
members
certified
of
Shakopee staff

study. One of the members of the certified staff is the researcher, therefore excluded from
participating in the study.
Participants in the study are certified to teach in three areas: Learning Disabilities,

Emotional/Behavioral Disorder and Developmentally Cognitively Delayed. Three of the five
participants met the requirement of inexperienced teachers due to teaching less then five years. The
remaining two participants have twenty plus years of teaching experience, meeting the requirement

of experienced teachers as previously expressed in the earlier portion of this paper.
Data were collected through purposeful sampling. The type and number of cases depend on
the purpose and the resources. The criterion used to select participants was experience in special

education and the participation or non-participation in a mentorship program. The participants were

identified through the staff directory at Shakopee Senior High School.

Participating Site
The demographics of Shakopee Senior High are about 90% Caucasian and l0% culturally
diverse. The school district is experiencing rapid growth, which is leading to the opening of a new

high school in the fall of 2007

. It is also experiencing

rapid growth among students and staff in the

special education department. The current special education population is 10% of the general
education population. This site was selected for its convenience for the researcher.

Data Col I ection Procedures
The study occurred over a two month period from April 2007 through May 2007.
Participants were informed that they were participating in a graduate student's study of the
effectiveness of mentorship programs on the retention of special education teachers and they were

volunteering to

fill

out a survey in regards to their participation or non participation in a mentorship

program. A copy of the surveys answered by the teachers has been included. (See Appendix B).
Consent was obtained through emailing copies of the consent form and asking participants to print
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off the form to be turned in to the researcher. In order to conduct research, approval had to be
sought by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Augsburg College. Approval was sought to

survey current and former members of the special education department at Shakopee Senior High
School in Shakopee,

MN. Approval was granted with the IRB number of 2007-36-2. Upon receipt

of the approval number, consent forms were sent via email to identified potential participants.
Consent forms were collected in a face to face meeting.

Data Analys is Procedures
The first step was to compare the goals of the Shakopee mentorship program to the
guidelines that were set by the Council for Exceptional Children. The goals set of the CEC were
researched online and in education journals. The second step was to compare the Shakopee program

to the Minnesota First Five Mentorship Program to see if the programs were similar in their
approaches. Research was conducted on the Minnesota Department of Education website.

A table

was created for the Shakopee Mentorship goals and the Minnesota First Five Program. The third
step was to survey certified members of the special education department to study the Shakopee

mentorship program. Surveys were created and then handed out via email the identified participants

from the Shakopee High School Special Education Department. The fourth and final step was to

look at the patterns that emerged from the group as a whole, inexperienced and experienced
teachers and across disability settings. Surveys were collected and examined individually and then

examined together for emerging patterns.
Summary of Results

Evaluation of Shakopee Program against CEC and First Five Criteria:
The goals of the Shakopee Mentorship Program do fit the CEC guidelines. The Shakopee
school district has had an active mentorship program for fifteen years. The program was
implemented twelve years prior to the Minnesota First Five Mentorship Program. Shakopee's
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Mentorship program was established three years following the publication of CEC's mentorship
standards. The researched based program goals, set by the Shakopee Mentor Committee meet or
exceed guidelines set by the Council for Exceptional Children.
Years of Participation

The first standard set by the CEC states "Each new professional in special education should
receive a minimum of one year mentorship during the first yeff of his or her professional special
education practice in a new role" (Council for Exceptional Children,1997). Shakopee mentorship
program participants are required to participate in the program for their first three years of teaching.
Shakopee requires all teachers new to the district complete three yeas of the mentorship program.

All

teachers, special education or general education, who achieved tenure in another school district

are required to complete one year of the mentorship program.

Mentor/Mentee Pair
The mentor pair has an effect on the success of the inexperienced special education teacher's

first year. Mentors in the Shakopee mentorship program are selected based on the following
criteria: the similarity of assignment to the new teacher, tenured staff who volunteers in accepting a
mentor role and those who are master teachers and leaders who support the mentorship program.

Definitions of the mentee support-roles and responsibilities are clearly stated in appendix C as well
as the

criteria for selection of mentors set forth by the Shakopee Mentorship program, which is

based on teacher-induction literature (See Appendix C). According to the standard set by the

Council for Exceptional Children (1997), mentor teams should be selected first on the basis of being
members in the same department. This standard backs the selection criteria for Shakopee mentors
as

making a successful mentorship pair.

Meetings with Mentors
The CEC states that the mentor and mentee need to have ready and dependable access to
each other. Weekly meetings are one way for the mentor and mentee to have access. Research
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supports allowing the mentor and mentee to meet when it is needed. A set meeting time may allow
the mentor and mentee to have a specific time to discuss how the year is going for the mentee.

It

may allow the pair to discuss any issues the mentee may be having. Shakopee allows its mentee
pairs to select times that work for the pair to meet.

First Five Standards
The design of the First Five program is around mentor teams. The teams consist of a

regional mentor, the district mentor and then the local mentor. The First Five program has their
mentor pairs reflecting on best practices and content area knowledge. The First Five program
provides regional meetings for new teachers to collaborate on ideas as well as discuss how their
school year is going in reflective practice groups.
Shakopee has adopted the concept of the mentor

teams. There are representatives for the

mentorship program at the district level as members of the Mentorship committee. The site mentors
serve as a contact for mentors and the mentees in their

building. There are the mentors who have

the direct contact with the mentee.
The Minnesota First Five Mentorship program focuses on building the knowledge of new
teachers in content area, instructional practices and pedagogy. The First Five Mentorship program
meets the standards of the CEC in the areas of knowledge and skills as well as being able to convey

their knowledge and skills. The Minnesota First Five Mentorship Program meets the standards that
were set by the Council for Exceptional Children. Comparison of the Council for Exceptional

Children standards against those of the Shakopee mentorship program can be seen in Figure

l.

Comparison of the Minnesota First Five Mentorship program requirements and those of the
Shakopee Mentorship program can be seen in Figure 2.
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Figure I : Comparing the Standards for Mentorship Progrants sel by the Council for
Exceptional Children and the Shakopee Mentorship Progrant

CEC

Shakopee

1 year participation
Experienced teachers in same assignment as
mentees
Facilitate application of knowledge

Convey advanced knowledge
Support professional induction

3 years of participation
Experienced teachers in same assignment as
mentees
Mentees demonstrate application of knowledge
in action research groups
Advanced knowledge is demonstrated in action
research groups
Need to have 3 hours of professional
development
Weekly meetings between mentor/mentee

Figure 2: First Five and Shakopee Starudards
Mentor team the mentor in the same field

as

Mentor pair is matched within department

mentee

Professional development

Encouraged professional developm ent-Y ear 2

Ongoing support for mentees

Site mentor available for discusslon

Refl ective practice groups

Meet with mentor to discuss issues

Mentor training

Train mentors

Effictiveness of Shakopee Mentorship Program
The responses from participants have provided the researcher with important information
and insight to the effectiveness of the Shakopee mentorship program in providing support to the

beginning special education teacher. There were several common themes that emerged from
answers given by participants. Responses given by participants were supported by research
regardless

if they showed support in favor of the Shakopee program or non-support for the

Shakopee program.
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Time

'oTime" proved to be the major challenge in meeting the requirements of the Shakopee
program. As one participant said, "More time was needed to complete the requirements set forth by
the mentorship committee." "Finding enough time to work with the mentee," was given by a non

participant. Another participant responded by stating, "Sometimes finding time is a real issue." This
response was given by participants and non-pafticipants.

A previous participant stated "they did not

feel they had enough time to be an effective mentor." These answers emerged across certification
areas and among those who had participated and those who had not participated

in

a mentorship

program.

"Meeting times should be built into the school day to allow time for people to collaborate,"
was stated by a participant.

"It should be built into your school duy," Was given by a previous

participant. A previous participant stated that "meeting dates should be set aside to make sure the
mentee is on

track."

Research supports allowing mentors and mentees the

flexibility deciding

when to meet, but the responses given by the participants disagreed with current research. This
pattern emerged across all the disability labels. The responses of setting a meeting time emerged
across the disability labels as well as appearing more from the teachers who had previously

participated in a mentorship program.
Guidance

for MentorlMentee Pair

"Giving a classroom guidebook with topics to discuss." This response by the participants
led the researcher to believe that when the mentee pair does meet, it is difficult to find topics to
discuss. The topics could help in building the knowledge of the new teacher in content areas and
best practices, meeting the guideline of facilitating the application of knowledge and skills learned
set by the Council

for Exceptional Children. Currently there is no research in support or not in

support of this suggestion. These answers emerged across disability certifications as the
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participants giving the responses are certified in multiple categories including EBD, LD and had
previously participated in a mentorship program.
Downsides to Mentorship Programs

"Too much silly paperwork and data collecting." "I feel like here it is made into something
that just creates more work for everyone

involved." "It definitely needs to be redone."

These

responses were in response to the improvement question in the surveys. The responses can be

viewed as the mentorship program creating more work for those involved. This pattern emerged
across participation, non participation, as

well as across the disability certifications of EBD, LD,

DCD and ASD.
Effects of Support on Decisions to Leave or Stay
One of the participants stated "administrative support is
stated they remained in special education due to "support of

crucial." A second participant

administration."

Research supports

the answers of participants in administration playing a role in the decision of special education
teachers to remain teaching high school special education. This pattern of responses emerged from
those certified in multiple areas including DCD, EBD, and LD, but did not participate in a

mentorship program. Among those have or are currently participated in a mentorship program there
was a response in which one participant expressed feelings of not being supported by
administration.
Retention
Participants were asked if they felt a mentorship program benefited inexperienced teachers.
The responses shared were in support of mentorship programs in helping special education teachers

find their way through the critical years of teaching, yet responses do not state mentorship programs
as

helping retain high quality special education teachers. Responses by participants support using

mentorship programs to help special education teachers gain confidence and provide supports to
help them remain in the special education field beyond the critical years.
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"It helps the new staff feel there is someone there to help, either with curriculum or with any
other program: IEPs, behavior, progress." "You always know that you have a resource you can go

to and allows a relationship to be established." "New teachers need al1 the support they can get and
a dependable person to whom they can talk

with and ask questions." "I think that it does help new

staff like there is someone for help either with curriculum or any other problem, IEPs, behavior,
progress." "Because special education is so specific and on a case by case basis, it is easier to
understand why something is done the way it is when it is discussed."

"I think that it does benefit

them." "You always know that you have a resource you can go to and allows a relationship to be
established." "Hopefully a trust level can be established so the new teacher feels comfortable asking

questions." "People I have mentored have thanked me and felt it was a worthwhile experience."
This pattern of responses emerged across the disability certifications, participation and nonparticipation.
A Successful Mentorship Program
Participants were asked what makes a successful mentorship program. "Striking a balance so
the program is helpful but not overwhelming."

"You need people who are willing to do it." " Good

communication." o'someone to help you when you have questions." "TIME!" "Make sure mentor
and mentee have some mufual time to meet each week." "Make sure knowledgeable mentors are

available," "'When a person is 'assigned' or even guilt-tripped into being a mentor does not make

for success." These responses emerged across disability certifications and those who had and had
not participated in a mentorship program.
Conclusion
The findings of the research are pointing in the direction of supporting mentorship programs

in retaining special education teachers, but are not conclusive due to the small sample size as well
as the

limitation to Shakopee Senior High School and not looking at statewide trends, in supporting

mentorship programs in helping increasing the retention rate of special education teachers.
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Mentorship programs can play a major role in helping the new special education teacher decide
whether or not to remain in the field beyond the average of three years. Research supports
mentorship programs in helping to increase the retention level of special education teachers
Statistics from school districts in California and Connecticut support mentorship program helping to
increase the retention rate in those states. The design of the program determines the success or the

failure of the programs. The most successful programs are those in which the job of a teacher is
look at as a lifelong learning process.
The design of the mentorship program plays a role in what participants

will take from the

program. If supports are more beneficial to general education teachers than special education
teachers, the program is not designed to be effective for all participants. The supports of the

mentorship program are crucial to the success of special education teachers. The design of a
mentorship program needs to be carefully researched and examined to ensure it will be effective. A
mentorship program that is just there is not benefiting the teachers who are participating in it. The
design of the program should allow the mentee to be placed in the same department as their mentor.

If this is not possible,

the mentor should come from a department that is closest to that of the

mentee. The program needs to have support at the school in the form of the site mentor. Support for

the mentorship program needs to come at the district level. This forms a support network for
resources at all levels within the school district. The mentorship program needs to look at teaching
as a

lifelong learning process that does not end when participants complete the program. The

participants should leave the program instilled with a passion to continue learning and to improve
themselves as teachers. Even

if school districts put into place the best researched mentorship

program that provides all the supports for the first year special education teacher, ultimately, the
decision to leave or stay is up to the teacher. The needs of each teacher in the school district are

unique. There is no universal type of

a mentorship program that

will work for everyone.

The

guidelines set by the CEC are there to guide school districts as they set to establish mentorship

-3t

Mentorship Programs
programs. In building a successful mentorship program, feedback from those who have participated
can help build and improve the program the school district has put into place.

Recommendations
The results of this study produced results to make recommendations to benefit the Shakopee

Mentorship Program. Shakopee is a rapidly growing school district. The district is transitioning
from small town high school to large, suburban high school. As the district continues to grow, it is
the hope of the researcher that the district

will continue to look the needs of the special education

teacher and how those needs can be met through the mentorship program. The following are

recommendations supported by this research,

r

Add a section in the Mentorship Binder that provides guidelines as to what topics could be
covered during the meeting time between the mentor pair. The topics could include:
classroom management, introduction to the IEP process and the computer program used by
the district to write IEPs. This is in line with the CEC's guideline of facilitation application

of conveying advanced knowledge and skills

.

Continue to be supportive of attendance at professional development opportunities and offer
special education teachers the opporfunity to take advantage of professional development

opportunities. The Shakopee school district is extremely good at allowing teachers to take
advantage of these opportunities. The school district should continue to encourage special
and general education teachers to attend workshops together that would benefit both

populations of sfudents. The support of the school district in sending special education
teachers to professional development is a guideline set by the Council of Exceptional

Children.

.

Continue to encourage collaboration between general and special education teachers.

Collaboration between special and general education allows the staff to work together.
also provides the opportunity for teachers to connect over a common person.

lt

It is the
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students who benefit when teachers collaborate to discover what is best for them. This is in
line with the CEC's guideline of facilitation application of knowledge and skills as well

as

conveying advanced knowledge and skills.

.

Continue to provide opporfunities for social connecting. Research supports providing social

activities for the first year teacher to provide for social connecting district wide as well

within the building in which the teacher is assigned
teachers to feel connected to the general education

to.

as

It is important for special education

staff. Social events for the entire school

community are a positive influence on creating collaborative relationships amongst the staffboth general and special education teachers. This is in line with the CEC's guideline

of

helping the new special education teacher reduce stress and acculturate to the school climate

in

.

a

timely manner.

Examine the possibility of setting aside a specific time during the day for mentees and
mentors to meet. Time was stated as being a major issue, having a set time may help the
mentor pair to discuss what needs to be accomplished and discuss varying issues.

If

the recommendations are followed, Shakopee Senior High School

will benefit from retaining

their special education teachers. This will reduce turnover which will help increase student
achievement. The goal of Shakopee Senior High School is to have students enter to learn and leave
prepared to be successful in the real world. The recommendations given

will

also help in creating a

positive climate for staff and students.
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Appendix A: Consent Form

Mentorship Programs and their Effect on Special Education Teacher Retention Study
Consent Form
You are invited to be in a research study of the effect of mentorship programs and the
retention of special education teachers. You were selected as a possible participant because of your
years of experience as a special education teacher and the unique experience of not going through or
going through a mentorship program. I ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may
have before agreeing to be in the srudy.
This study is being conducted by: Sarah Nelson as part of my Leadership Application
Project to fulfill the Master's in Education requirements, at Augsburg College. My advisor is Carol
Knic,ker, assistant professor of education.

Background lnformation :
The purpose of this study is: is to examine the effects of mentorship programs on special
education teacher retention. Independent School District 120 in Shakopee, MN is going to serve as
the case study for the research of this paper. It has had an active mentorship program since 1992.
Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following things. You will be asked to
complete a survey that will ask you about the years of experience teaching, your participation in a
mentorship program.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
Indirect benefits to participation are looking at the effectiveness of the mentorship program
in the Shakopee, MI{ School District. The participants in the study are going to have the
opporfunity to make improvements to the mentorship program.

Confidentiality:
The records of this study will be kept confidential. If I publish any Upe of report, I will not
include any information that will make it possible to identi$r you. All data will be kept in a locked
file in Shakopee, MN only my advisor, Carol Knicker and I will have access to the data. If the
research is terminated for any reason, a1l data will be destroyed. While I will make every effort to
ensure confidentiality, anonymity cannot be guaranteed due to the small number to be studied.

Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or fufure relations
with Augsburg College. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without
affecting those relationships.
Contacts and Questions:
The researcher conducting this study is Sarah Nelson. You may ask any questions you have
now. If you have questions later, you may contact me at Shakopee Senior High School at952-4965139. My advisor is Carol Knicker, Professor of Education, knicker(4aLrgsb_U-{g.edu:' 612-330-2402.
J

Please keep a copy of this

form to keep for your records.
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Appendix B: Survey Instruments
Special Education Teacher Survey #1

1.) How many years have you been teaching?

2.) What

area

of special education do you teach in?

3.) Have you been through a mentorship program?
4.) If

so, was there anything specific about the mentorship program that helped you stay

teaching special education?

5.) If you did not participate in a mentorship program, what has/had helped you stay in the field
for as long as you did?

6.) Have you served
why or why not.

as a mentor?

If

so, do you feel it benefits inexperienced teachers? Tell me

7.) What do you think are the downsides to mentorship programs?

B.) Are there improvements that you would like to see in the Shakopee Mentorship program?

Special Education Teacher Survey #2

1.) How many years have you been teaching?

2.) What area of special education do you teach in?
3.) What year are you in the Shakopee Mentorship Program?

4.)

Has the mentorship program provided you with supports to be a successful teacher?

a.

What were those supports provided?

5.) What where the meetings with your mentor like?
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a. How were the meetings affective in helping you as a special education teacher?
b. Where they effective in helping you survive teaching in a new district?
6.) Do you feel the mentorship program is being effective or ineffective?
7.) What suggestions would you make to improve the Shakopee Mentorship Program?
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Appendix C: Shakopee Mentorship Program Description

Shakopee Public Schmls Mission Statement
a

Shakopee Public Schools, in partnership with our community, promises to develop
and educate self-confident, lifelong learners in the knowledge, skills, and ethical
values necessary to thrive in an ever-changing, diverse world.

MM Program Mission Statement
o

The mission of the District 720 Mentorship Program is to improve the educational
life for all students by providing a program of professional assistance and nurture for
non-tenured licensed staff.
MM Program Goals

a

Improve the quality of educational life for students by providing support for nontenured licensed staff.

o

Facilitate positive professional growth experiences for non-tenured licensed
staff as they complete their contractual obligation of 5 additional staff
development days.

I

a

a

Facilitate transition to a new district making sure that new staff understand and are
able to meet district & building expectations.
Promote professional developmsnl-including Professional Growth Opportunities
(PGO'sfand leadership opportunities.
Promote a "culture of mentorship" in the District.
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Shakopee Mentorship Program Requirements for Phases

C'oals

' Attend New Teacher Workshop

&

I through 3

r Attend Phase Il-lll orientation during
New Teacher Workshop

' Develop professional goal(s)

and
progress
towards
reflect
on
actively
goal achievement

' Establish relationships and meet
informally with mentor, Site
Mentor, and colleagues to discuss
professional issues and growth

' Formally observe at least two other
teachers/staff with similar job
position and reflect on experience
(conference) with mentor

' Complete observation cycle
with mentor (planning conference,
observation, reflection conference)
' Conference with mentor after
administrative observations in
order to continue to grow
professionally
' Write a personal reflection
summarizing growth during the
year; collaborate with mentor to
develop professional goal for next
year/Phase ll
' Attend Phase I meetings in building
as directed by principal/program
director

' Attend Mentorship Banquet with
mentor (optional)

I Develop professional goal(s) and
actively reflect on progress towards
goal achievement
r Collect evidence of professional
growth and metacognition in a
professional portfolio (efolio)
. Work with Site lt/entor and other
Phase ll-lll staff to develop,
investigate, discuss, and document
(efolio) an action research question
related to professional goal(s)
o

Participate in district and building
meetings and document evidence of
growth (efolio)
. Participate in structured professional
development and document evidence
of growth (efolio)

. Explore potential leadership roles in
the district and building; document
evidence of growth (efolio)
. Use portfolio to share evidence of
growth with principal/program
director during the observation
process; focus on 1-2 elements from
each domain
.

Maintain and expand relationships
with mentor, Site lVlentor, colleagues,
and other Phase ll-lllstaff
. Develop professional goal(s) and
actively reflect on progress towards
goal achievement
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Shakopee Mentorship Program Mentee Support

Mentor: A trained, experienced professional whose role is to partner with new staff
(mentee) in order to:
Assist mentee with development of perforrnance review goal and action plan.
Provide support and coaching for mentee through observations, postconferences, 85 informal discussion.
Collaborate with the mentee on pertinent issues including curriculum
planning, instructional techniques, classroom management...
Demonstrate appreciation of mentee's values, skills, input...
Communicate with administrators and Site Mentor to support mentee's professional
growth.
Support the MM Program goals by modeling professionalism & reflection.

.

a

a

e
a

Site Mentor: A trained, experienced professional availabl e at each building to
facilitate mentee growth and coordinate MM partners in that building.

.
.
.
.

.
.

Organize and participate in New Teacher Workshop.

Meet with MM paftners throughout the year; establish meetings as needed.
Assist mentors in understanding roles and completing responsibilities.
Act as advocate for all non-tenured staff by providing counsel, encouragement,
guidance, feedback, coaching, and mediation as needed.
Facilitate Phase IVIII meetings; support mentees in portfolio development and
reflection and provide direction for mentees in meeting MM Program goals.
Participate on District Mentorship Committee.

Site Mentors (2006-2007):
Site Mentors are selected for each school in the district. These names have been
deleted due to confidentiality issues.

Additional Mentorship Commiftee members (2006-2007):
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Mentee Support Roles and Responsibilities

Principals & Directors (District-lvide programs): Supervisors who conduct evaluative
observations and make hiring decrsrons.

.

Relationship with Mentors
Choose mentors for new staff using the following criteria (based on teacherinduction literature and Shakopee MM Program evaluations):

.
.
o
a

Proximity 85 similarity of assignment
Tenured staffwho voluntarily accept a mentoring role
Master teachers & leaders who support the MM Program

Communicate expectations to mentors and check progress of meetings and observations
(time management).

Relationship with Mentees
a

Clearly communicate the importance of the MM Program as part of a staff member's
professional responsibility (that affects rehiring , p&y, and tenure).
. Hold meetings with new staff to discuss issues such as: conferences, lesson
plans, report cards/progress reports, professionalism
. Determine the status of any experienced new staff (Phase 1, II, or III);
communicate the responsibilities of that position to the staff member and the Site
Mentor.
o Discuss professional goals and portfolio development during pre-observations.
Hold mentees accountable for completing the requirements of the MM Program by
checking Responsibility Records & attendance,
. Sign completed Responsibility Records in April indicating knowledge of each
mentee's progress. Communicate responsibilities to mid-year hires:
o Assign a mentor if necessary and indicate on the Phase I Responsibility Record
exactly which items are to be completed during the remainder of the year.
Other-wise, communicate with Site Mentor and grade level/department about who
is responsible for acclimation of the new staff member to the District.
o Deterrnine future status of new hire (Phase I, II, or III); communicate the
responsibilities of that position to staff member including whether attendance is
required at Pre-School Workshop the following fail.
o Communicate decisions to the Site Mentor
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Phase I

mrrurl

ibili

Record

Complete the Responsibil itv Record as documentation of the 40 hours
additional staff development time (to be completed outside the regular school
day) required by your contract.
Please realize that the completed form will become part of your personnel file, so
take care to ensure that you:
. Include your name, position, FTE, building, and mentor's name.
. Briefly sunrm arrze this year's professional goal in the space provided.
. Enter all dates and times appropriately.

. iT..,Tffi3#:TiH#, Jilffi;:::#T, "ru,*i:l0lved (" s,
observations) initial each activity as it is completed.
Complete every item on the Responsihilify Record-these are activities
for which you are paid that are required by your contract.
. Remember that all school district employees are charged with the
responsibility of improving student achievement.
. Make the required activities work for you in your position- choose
teachers and staff members to observe who will provide insight into your
own position.

.

Apply your own experience and needs-make the experience work for
you in an individualized way. Only you know what you need most from
your mentor, colleagues, administrators, and what other resources or
inforrnation you require.
. Make connections with colleagues in addition to your mentor and seek
their advice/input as well.
If in doubt - ask your Site Mentor for suggestions or clarification!
I 5. 2007. give a signed copy of your Responsibility Record to your
Bv Jan
(Be
sure
to keep the original!)
Site Mentor.
Bv Mav 15,2007, turn in three copies of your signed Responsibility Record.
. Be sure your principal/program director reviews and signs your record first. Make three
copies and leave one with your principal.

.

Give one copy to your Site Mentor
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Appendix D: Presentation of findings
This Leadership Application Project will be shared with the site mentor and mentorship
coordinator at Shakopee Senior High School. The site mentor is a trained, experienced
professional available at each building to facilitate mentee growth and coordinate mentor/mentee
partners in their assigned building. The site mentor is available to assist mentors in
understanding roles and completing responsibilities. The site mentor is there to act as and
advocate for all non-tenured staff by providing counsel, encouragement, guidance, feedback,

coaching and mediation as needed. The mentorship coordinator is a member of the mentorship
committee, which is composed of teachers and staff from the district.

A face to face meeting will be held with the site mentor where the site mentor and the
mentorship coordinator will be given a copy of the final product to discuss the findings. An

overview of the research question, literature review and highlights of the research will be shared

with the site mentor. Topics to be discussed will be the design of the Shakopee mentorship
program and how it is affecting the special education teachers of Shakopee Senior High School.
Surveys, answers provided by the participants and how the program is perceived through the
eyes of the special education staff

will

be discussed. Recommendations and conclusions found

by the researcher will be discussed to further examine the mentorship program. It will be
recommended to the site mentor and the mentorship coordinator, findings be presented to the
Shakopee Mentorship Committee. The researcher

will volunteer to share the findings with

committee members.
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Appendix E: Reflection of the Researcher
In preparing the research and project, it caused me to look at many things. As a first year
special education teacher, this project had me examining my participation in the Shakopee

Mentorship program and the effect on my first year of teaching. The most positive aspect of the
mentorship program has provided me with a positive, supportive relationship with a person

whom I knew would be approachable and in confidence to discuss issues in dealing with sfudents
and staff. The impromptu meetings that we had over the last year allowed me to discuss issues

rather then let frustrations build up. My mentor would make time to sit and listen to any issues
or questions I had in regards to IEP meetings, the writing of the IEP or general building

questions. There was the feeling that I could approach my mentor with anything.
The meetings have also allowed me to get ideas on how to write better Individuahzed
Education Plans, goals and objectives for my students. The goals and objectives were an

important part of the plan as they needed to be written to help my students improve in identified
areas of weaknesses.

My mentor would take time out of her day to look over my IEPs to make

sure they were correctly written, since the IEPs become legally binding documents.

My mentor

would suggest how to document goals and objectives in order to make documenting easier. She
would also suggest how to word the goals.

After each observation we would discuss what the administrators saw during the
observation and if there was anything that needed to be worked on, we would brain storm ideas
on what

I could do to improve in that area. In the areas in which I would score a basic in such

as

professional development, ffiy mentor and I would discuss why we thought I received that rating.

We would then discuss what I could do to score better on my next observation. In the area of
professional development, I needed to work on completing my Masters. My mentor would also

54

Mentorship Programs
give me advice when dealing with a specific student. For example, a sfudent was not dealing

well with

a teacher and

fellow sfudents. I approached my mentor on whether or not I should

remove the student from the class or keep the sfudent in the class. Her suggestion resulted in the

writing of a contract for the student. My mentor would be the cheerleader I would need during
the challenging first four months of school.
The research I conducted pointed me in the direction of information that is out there to
support mentorship programs; there is an increased amount of research supporting these
programs appearing. It is my hope that my research

will

add to the area of supporting

mentorship programs as a way of supporting beginning special education teachers. It is rny hope
that mentorship programs are not just another buzzword on the pendulum of education. As more
school distric,ts discover mentorship programs and see the benefits from well-designed programs,
more research will begin appearing. I hope mentorship programs will become a part of the
education landscape and play a role in helping special education teachers reap the rewards of this
unique field.

AIso in doing this research and this project it has allowed me to help my fellow staff
members. The recommendations that were made as a part of this project were to help the Special
Education department to decrease the attrition of teachers. The recommendations are beneficial

to all as they will help the mentorship program stay its course and maybe improve the program.
The program needs to examine communication between staff and administration on the goals

of

the mentorship program and the roles of those who are participating in the program. Expectations

of what needs to be completed need to be clear to participants. In continuing to support
attendance at workshops, the Shakopee school district is examining the best researched practices.

When general and special education staff attend workshops together, they are forming
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relationships that benefit both populations of sfudents. Shakopee High School has weekly

opportunities for social connecting in the form of Friday Cake days. This opportunity should be
encouraged to continue as

it allows time for the entire staff to unwind from

the busy week in a

fun relaxing atmosphere. The recommendations are being made to help build more collaborative
relationships between the special and general education staff at Shakopee Senior High to help
foster a positive learning environment for all students.
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